This study evaluates 
for work commutes where public transit's share declined from 12.6 percent in 1960 to 5.3 percent in 1990 (Khattak, Noeimi, and Al-Deek 1996; Ball 1994) . However, the most dramatic evidence of the difficulty public transit has in attracting and retaining riders can be found in metropolitan areas (MSA) where its market share declined by 24.9 percent from 1980 to 1990 while the total number of commute trips made by MSA residents increased by 20.5 percent (Kemp et al. 1997) .
In spite of the need for innovative marketing-based solutions, comparatively little attention has been directed to developing a better understanding of how consumer marketing approaches might be utilized by public transit agencies. For example, efforts to identify how to increase product awareness and encourage trial are traditional responses for organizations experiencing a small and declining market share (Jones 1990; Langlois 1986 ). With consumer products, this is typically done through sampling; that is, the delivery of free, or lowcost, product samples to potential customers. Examples of such strategies can be found almost daily in mailboxes or during trips to local retail stores. Sampling as a marketing strategy is obviously more difficult in the case of public transit. However, there is a lesson to be learned from consumer marketers.
As the cost of delivering product samples to consumers' homes has become almost prohibitive, marketers of consumer products have embraced instore product sampling techniques (Blattberg and Neslin 1990; Boulding, Lee, and Staelin 1992) . A visit to a local grocery store or warehouse club provides ample evidence of efforts to bring the product to a central location where large numbers of consumers can "sample" it. Niche market strategies are the public transit equivalent of these efforts. The intent of such strategies is to identify an event, or events, where a great number of people, particularly nontransit users, are in attendance and public transit is a visible, viable, and potentially attractive transportation alternative. Consumers in such situations are provided with an enticement to "sample" transit services, in that by using the service they can avoid long waits in traffic, difficult searches for parking, potential damage to their vehicles, and other problems. Transit providers are thereby afforded an opportunity to promote the quality of their services and to use entertainmentbased tactics to elicit a level of satisfaction that will encourage "sample riders" to consider public transit services as an alternative in their day-to-day commutes. Moreover, these services do not have to be given away. Frequently, either the event sponsor or the riders themselves are only too happy to pay for the "convenience" of using such public transit services.
Niche Marketing Strategies
Niche transit marketing strategies are defined in this article simply as onetime, or infrequently occurring, transit services designed to offer access to a unique event or activity. Common examples include transportation to and from sports events, parades, holiday festivities and activities, seasonal recreational activities, and other similar events and occasions. The service may be offered using fixed or flexible routes, and regular or specially prepared vehicles. For instance, the Orioles' Train was a specially decorated railcar that ran on a fixed route from Washington D.C.'s Union Station to Baltimore's Camden Yards on Orioles' game days. In San Francisco and Chicago, regularly scheduled BART and CTA trains are promoted as a transit option for Oakland As' and Raiders' and Chicago White Sox's games. Many cities also use their transit systems to facilitate transportation to and from Fourth of July and New Year's Eve celebrations, Christmas or Thanksgiving Day parades, and other local festivities. Some also use such services seasonally to move local residents and tourists through parks or to and from other local attractions.
However, to date, the value of these efforts as marketing tools seems to have been largely overlooked by public transit properties. Too often, it appears that such transit services are offered as a "convenience" or "public service" with little consideration of their potential as a marketing tool. In fact, such efforts are often criticized as expensive and excessive or even as inappropriate because they appear to be subsidizing the operations of privately held organizations.
The objective of this study is to determine whether niche strategies are, in fact, an effective means to attract and retain new transit customers. That is:
I . Are the users of such services likely to be non-or infrequent public transit users? 2. If they are non-or infrequent public transit users, are they likely to increase their overall transit use as a result of their use of niche services? 3. If niche strategies are an effective means of attracting and retaining transit customers, what determines the service quality perceptions and satisfaction levels of niche transit customers?
The underlying theme investigated is that niche marketing efforts can be positively employed by public transit organizations if they are properly planned and executed as a promotional tactic rather than as a goodwill or community service project.
The Research
In order to better understand niche transit marketing strategies, four such efforts were investigated (N = 738):
I. college football shuttle service (sample 1; n = 181), 2. professional football shuttle service ( sample 2; n = 212), 3. summer metropolitan park shuttle service (sample 3; n = 231 ), and 4. subscription vanpool service (sample 4; n = 114).
The four samples were drawn in separate metropolitan areas that have well-established public transit properties. Sample 1 is from a mid-sized southeastern city where the local economy is dominated by multiple state universities and government offices. Sample 2 is drawn from a second, and larger, southeastern city. The area's economy is dominated by service and military Vol. 3, No. 3, 2000 operations. Samples 3 and 4 are from different, very large, Midwestern cities that have diversified economies. The vanpool subscription service was identified as a niche strategy by the local public transit property based on the fact that it was the only one they operate, it serves a single employer, and was designed to encourage its users to utilize the property's rail and bus services.
Data for each of the samples were collected through personal intercepts at the events identified. Graduate students under the direction of the first author gathered the data in samples 1 and 2 and employees of the local public transit properties were responsible for that task in samples 3 and 4. The survey instrument utilized was identical for each location with minor variations to account for service differences. Specifically, the survey for sample 3 did not contain four questions that were deemed not applicable by the local transit agency. In addition, one question was added to reflect a unique characteristic of this system. In sample 4, four questions relative to staff performance were eliminated because no local agency staff had contact with users of the service.
Generally, the gender, income, and age distributions of the respondents are similar. The two exceptions are that sample 3 has proportionately more women ( about 60% as compared to 50% in the other samples) and the college football shuttle program (sample 1) understandably exhibits a slightly younger mix of respondents.
Results
This section examines the results of the four public transit systems' niche strategies.
Who Uses Public Transit Niche Services?
The first focal research question is concerned with whether the users of niche services are likely to be non-or infrequent users of public transportation in general. Of the 738 total respondents, 265 (35.9%) either agree or strongly agree with the statement "I frequently use (the transit agency name) to com-mute to work." A total of 256 (34.7%) either agree or strongly agree with the statement "I frequently use (the transit agency name) for purposes other than work." The implication of these data is that approximately 65 percent of the niche service riders do represent new or infrequent transit users.
Do Niche Strategies Increase Overall Transit Use?
If 65 percent of the individuals reached by niche services are new or infrequent public transit users, these strategies are increasing the use of public transit in their own right. However, if niche strategies are to be truly effective, the investment in these efforts needs to be leveraged; that is, system operators want these new or infrequent users to become users of other public transit services. The results suggest such is the case. Of the 310 total respondents who indicated that they are new or infrequent users of public transit by not agreeing or strongly agreeing with the statements, "I frequently use (name of local transit system) to commute to work" and "I frequently use (name of local transit system) for purposes other than work," only 19 .5 percent expressed a reluctance to "use other similar services."
In contrast, 62.2 percent strongly agreed or agreed that they would be willing to use other public transit services. Among the same group of respondents (i.e., new or infrequent transit users), only 6.5 percent indicated that they would not use the same service again, whereas 76.3 percent strongly agreed or agreed that they would use it again. Thus, the researchers found strong support for the use of niche marketing strategies as a means of attracting and retaining new or infrequent public transit users.
Unfortunately, space on the research instrument and the time available to question respondents limited the researchers' ability to identify what "other similar services" the non-or infrequent riders would use. In order to answer this question, a longitudinal study is needed to track the public transit usage of such individuals. One means to accomplish this is the use of a "diary" study. The success of niche marketing strategies is dependent on their ability to elicit three behaviors from customers. These behaviors are customers' willingness to (1) reuse the same service, (2) use other public transit services, and (3) recommend public transit services to other consumers. The mean response of the respondents relative to their willingness to engage in these three behaviors respectively The results identified in Table I validate the proposed relationship. Service quality and customer satisfaction exhibit a correlation of .914, indicative of the magnitude of the impact that transit users' perception of the quality of the service received has on their satisfaction with the transit provider. Additionally, these results point out the impact that service quality perceptions and customer satisfaction have on the success of niche marketing strategies by More specifically, although each has a significant impact on the three behavioral outcomes ( see the beta and their respective significance values in Table I ), service quality appears to have a greater influence on transit users' willingness to try other transit services (i.e., its beta and associated !-value are greater than those for customer satisfaction). The more emotional-based satisfaction variable appears to have a greater influence on the focal niche service, specifically, in terms of the users' willingness to reuse and recommend the niche service (i.e., the betas and associated t-values for customer satisfaction are greater for these dependent variables [DV s ]). The more cognitive, or evaluative, service quality assessment in contrast appears to have more influence in extending the impact of the niche marketing effort. That is, the better the perceived performance of a niche public transit strategy, the more likely patrons are to use other services offered by their local transit property. It also suggests that if public transit organizations want a niche marketing strategy to increase the use of their traditional services (i.e., fixed-route rail or bus services), they need to stress and deliver service excellence. Thus, promotions should also emphasize service excellence, and the best operators and equipment available should be utilized.
Impact of Service Quality Perceptions on Behavioral Outcomes
This study also investigated the effects of niche marketing strategies on three behaviors: customers' willingness to ( 1) reuse the niche service, (2) use other public transit services, and (3) recommend public transit services. A key assumption that underlies the use of niche strategies is that they help public transit organizations attract and retain users. As indicated above, the majority of the users of the niche transit services investigated are not regular public tran-sit customers. Thus, if users indicate a willingness to reuse the service, evidence of the ability of these services to retain, as well as attract, new customers is identified. The results identified in Table 2 suggest first that service quality perceptions are important as they explain 80.6, 66.6, 66.9, and 75.5 percent of the variation in the respondents' intentions to reuse the four investigated public transit services. Overall, the most obvious implication from Table 2 is that the niche public transit users prefer to reuse services that are more convenient than driving themselves ( see samples 1, 2, and 3 ). Therefore, an emphasis on communicating the convenience of public transit services is needed in the providers' promotional efforts. More specific details are provided below.
Evaluating Specific Petformance Dimensions
For the major university football shuttle, the respondents appear to prefer a clean, quick, not overly crowded, safe service where there is no waiting and parking is convenient. Users of the professional football shuttle service indicate a preference for quick, convenient service where tickets are easily purchased. The summer metropolitan park shuttle service users indicate that clean vehicles, convenient stops, and a friendly, helpful staff that is available when needed is what gets them to reuse this service. In contrast, the subscription vanpool users suggest that clean and comfortable vehicles, convenient stops, courteous, friendly drivers, and easy ticket availability are the factors that lead them to reuse this service. These factors thereby need to be incorporated into both the operational and marketing (i.e., promotional) efforts of public transit organizations.
Intentions to Use Other 1ranslt Services Table 3 identifies the impacts of service quality on the intentions of niche service users to expand their use to other transit services. This also is a test of a key assumption of the value of niche marketing strategies; that is, that they influence users to expand their product usage. The results identified in Table 3 Tobie Individually, users of the university football shuttle service (sample 1) indicate that safety, organization, and convenience are the factors that encourage them to expand their use of transit services beyond the niche effort. Sample 2 users, the professional football shuttle service, suggest that a wellorganized, smooth, uncrowded ride that is more convenient than driving and free of the fear of an accident enhances the probability that they will use other transit services. The summer metropolitan park shuttle service users (sample 3) indicate that clean vehicles, safe stops, convenient parking, and links to the local mass transit system will similarly motivate them. The subscription vanpool users (sample 4) suggest that reasonable waiting times, conveniently available tickets, and information availability are the factors that will lead them to expand their use of public transit services. These results suggest that the factors that encourage niche riders to use other public transit services are not identical to those that lead to reuse of the Table 4 provides support for the notion that service quality perceptions play an important role in eliciting positive word-of-mouth, or recommendations, for their public transit properties as they explain 81.9, 69.7, 74.9, and 74.3 percent of the variation in the respondents' willingness to recommend the service to a good friend. Once again, services that consumers view as more convenient than driving themselves register strong support (see samples 1, 2, 3, and 4).
Willingness to Recommend Transit Services
On a sample-to-sample basis, for the major university football shuttle, respondents express the greatest willingness to recommend the service when it is quick, safe, and convenient. For the professional football shuttle, the will- ingness to recommend was strongly associated with a quick, convenient, and organized service that featured a smooth ride. For the summer metropolitan park shuttle service, a greater number of factors determined the willingness of users to recommend the service. Clean, convenient, and safe service that featured little waiting, no crowding, and courteous and friendly drivers were the specific factors identified as antecedents of the willingness to recommend the service to others. Users of the subscription vanpool indicated comfortable vehicles, convenient stops, organized service, and courteous and helpful drivers are the factors that lead them to recommend this service. Again, incorporating these implications into marketing efforts allows public transit organizations to leverage their investments in niche marketing strategies.
Impact of Service Quality Perceptions on Customer Satisfaction
Another important consideration is the impact of transit users' perceptions of the quality of the service they receive. The results identified in Table 5 indicate that much of the variation in customer satisfaction is explained by their perceptions of the quality of the service they receive; specifically, 94 .5, 81.5, 74.9, and 82.1 percent, respectively, in the four individual research samples. Interestingly, the service factor that is most often significant across the four samples is personal safety while on the transit vehicle. This is logical, as satisfaction represents a user's emotional reaction to the service they receive, and safety elicits a strongly emotional reaction in all service experiences. This directly underscores the importance of sending the message in the marketing efforts of public transit organizations. Specifically, it suggests that to be eff ective, the safety of niche marketing strategies must be communicated to potential users. Analyzing the individual niche services, the university football shuttle users' satisfaction is enhanced if the service is perceived to be safe, clean, quick, and organized, enough information is provided about the service, convenient parking is available, and waiting time is minimal. The professional football shuttle users exhibit a similar pattern, except their satisfaction is less dependent on the cleanliness of the vehicle and more impacted by staff courtesy and staff and driver helpfulness. The summer metropolitan park shuttle service users also were more satisfied if they perceived the service to be safe, quick, and convenient; have adequate information available; have convenient parking; and if they felt the service was more convenient than driving. A unique consideration for this service was the connection with the area's mass transit system. Users who believed that connection to be convenient tended to be more satisfied. Users of the subscription vanpool were more satisfied if they perceived the service to be safe and well organized, the drivers helpful, tickets easy to buy, and if the service was perceived to be more convenient than driving.
Importance of Individual Service Quality Perceptions
A second consideration of note is the importance of the individual components of service quality perceptions. Given the influence of the service quality perceptions of the users of niche transit services, knowing the relative impact of each quality component allows more effective positioning and promotion decisions to be made. The results identified in Table 6 indicate that much of the variation in service quality perception is explained by the set of quality factors identified. In fact, 94.0, 79 .0, 70.5, and 90.1 percent of the variation in the overall measure of performance excellence is explained by the composite set of factors in the four individual research samples.
For the university football shuttle users, service quality perceptions are most impacted by their evaluation of the cleanliness of vehicles, friendliness of staff, safety, freedom from fear of accidents, convenience of the service and parking, provision of information, and the organization of lines and the service in general. The professional football shuttle users equate service excellence with getting to destinations quickly, freedom from the fear of an accident, friendly staff, reasonable waiting times, organized services, good information, and convenient parking. The summer metropolitan park shuttle service riders use safety, the friendliness and courtesy of staff and drivers, and convenience to judge the quality of the service. Users of the subscription vanpool associated getting to destinations quickly, freedom of fear from accidents, organization of the service, friendliness and helpfulness of drivers, and convenience of the service with service quality excellence. 
Conclusions and Implications
The study presented clearly suggests that niche public transit marketing strategies can be effective tools in public transit's efforts to attract and retain new riders. Whereas some might look at niche efforts, such as the ones investigated, as extravagant and superfluous, they, in fact, are one of the most effective ways to reach new markets. Much of today's consumer decision making is emotionally derived from individuals' satisfaction with their purchase experiences. Sporting events, holiday celebrations, and vacation excursions are occasions packed with positive emotions. If public transit is able to tap into these emotions by providing convenient and attractive alternatives to dull commutes and harried searches for parking, these experiences can place public transit in the evoked set for other dayto-day work and pleasure commutes. As such, niche strategies can represent a marketing investment; albeit, one that often is also profitable in its own right.
Interestingly, the results of this investigation suggest that consumers' decisions relative to the use of public transit move beyond the role of clean, attractive, and safe vehicles and friendly, courteous staff and drivers. They also move beyond issues of personal safety, either while on vehicles or at stops. This is not to suggest that these issues are not important determinants of public transit users' service quality perceptions; satisfaction with the service; or their intention to reuse the niche service, use other transit services, or to recommend the transit agency to a friend. They are important considerations in each of these areas. However, the transit industry has known that for years.
Equally interesting is the important role in these decisions assigned by niche public transit users to the organization of the service, the provision of information about the service, and the ease of gaining access to the service (i.e., buying tickets, waiting time, and parking). Study respondents were largely nontransit users. One might surmise from the results that they are more likely to use a service if it appears organized, if they have sufficient information to make its use convenient, and if access to the service is assured. These aspects should be incorporated into the design and promotion of transit services intended to attract and retain new users.
In conclusion, the declining trend in public transit's share of riders does not reflect a decaying market for the industry's services. Rather it appears to be signaling a need for a redirection of public transit product planning. Gone are the days when a significant number of U.S. consumers had no other means of transportation. The public transit market in the United States is now a discretionary market. The potential public transit users today have options available to them. While it is true that traditional transportation patterns have been altered and many commutes now represent multiple-purpose trips, this does not alter the fact that there is still a legitimate need for public transit services in this market. It is the responsibility of the transit industry to identify that role and to adjust its product offerings to reflect the market's needs. The market will not change.
In order for public transit to gain a larger share of the people-moving market, its marketers need to gain a better understanding of what motivates individuals to make specific transit choices. Niche markets are one area where public transit has many documented successes. Perhaps, in this industry, learning from one's positive experiences is as important, if not more so, than learning from its mistakes.
